
COASTAL MANAGEMENT AT STUDLAND BAY 

CASE STUDY – MANAGED REALIGNMENT (MR) ON THE OPEN COAST 

The National Trust look after 24 km of the Purbeck coast, including Studland 

Bay. Different places along this coastline will respond differently to climate 

change and have a unique environmental and socioeconomic setting. When choosing what sort of 

coastal management policy we want to implement for each place, we select the one that minimises 

the risks associated with climate change, whilst maximising the benefits. A ‘Managed Realignment’ 

(MR) policy is where the shoreline is allowed to retreat or advance in a controlled or managed way. 

An example of this at Studland is at Middle Beach. 

HOW IS THE COAST CHANGING AT 

MIDDLE BEACH? 

Middle Beach is located just south of the 

larger visitor car park at Knoll Beach, near 

to Studland village. Its proximity to the 

village means it has been at the heart of 

the community for generations. It is also 

home to the popular Middle Beach Cafe, 

which is owned by the National Trust but 

run by a tenant. We know from old maps 

and photographs (like the one on the right) 

that Middle Beach has been eroding for 

well over 100 years. The direction of 

longshore drift in the bay means that very 

little sediment reaches this part of the 

beach. The cliffs that back the beach are 

also made of very soft, sandy material that 

erode quickly. In recent years the gabion 

baskets at the southern end of the beach 

have added to the problem by causing 

beach levels to drop. The beach has 

lowered by 2 metres over 10 years in front 

of the gabions, compared to 1 metre 

where the coast is not defended. At the very southern corner of the beach, the lowering is so extreme 

that the bedrock is now exposed and no true beach exists. During a storm the undefended cliff to the 

north of the café building (pictured on the next page) can erode by over a metre overnight. Over the 

last few years this has exposed lots of debris in the cliff, such as old pipework and domestic rubbish.  

 

Middle Beach in the early 19th century 

Middle Beach in 2017 



 

 

The undefended cliffs south of the Middle Beach Café can erode by over a metre overnight during the 

worst storms. Over 2 years you can see from the image that several metres of cliff, and much of the 

vegetation, has been lost.  

  



WHAT DO WE PLAN TO DO AT MIDDLE BEACH? 

The gabion baskets at Middle Beach 

are now reaching the end of their 

working lives and have become a 

hazard. The baskets break open 

regularly which exposes wire edges 

and loose rocks. The scouring effect 

that has lowered the beach in front 

of them means they are doing more 

harm than good. This also means 

that the café and toilet facilities at 

the cliff edge have become 

increasingly vulnerable to slope 

erosion in recent years.  

 

Instead of rebuilding the defences, our plan was to find a safer location for a new café and toilet 

facilities away from the sea. The café has been moved several times over the last century due to 

coastal erosion, as have many of the beach huts at Middle Beach. Nonetheless this still initially was a 

particularly contentious issue between the community and the National Trust, as the community felt 

we should rebuild the defences. Rebuilding the defences is not a sustainable option at Middle Beach: 

the beach in front of the café would disappear completely due to the scouring effect, and we would 

need more and more substantial defences over the years in order to combat the effects of climate 

change.  

Since autumn 2016, we have been working very closely with Studland Parish Council and community 

representatives to find a sustainable solution for Middle Beach and its facilities. The agreed plan 

amongst the group was to build a new café and toilets on the higher ground at the edge of the Middle 

Beach car park. Once the café and toilets have been replaced, the defences will be removed in phases, 

allowing the shoreline to adjust to a natural state. The defences here have held the cliffs back in an 

unnatural alignment for many years. When we remove the defences, the shoreline will quickly adjust 

to a more natural position, resulting in an initial period of rapid erosion. As the cliff does erode 

however, it will release sediment back on to the beach that had previously been ‘locked in’ behind the 

defences. This will allow the natural process of beach replenishment to restart at Middle Beach again. 

We estimate that this will add around 10 years of protection to the toe of the cliff, which is currently 

very exposed. As part of the proposed plans we also planned to remove the old slipway access route 

to the beach (pictured above) and instead provide a new access route further along the coast. 

Unfortunately due to coronavirus the project to build a new café at Middle Beach is currently on hold. 

In the meantime maintaining safe access to the beach remains a priority and we are constantly 

monitoring erosion at the site.  


